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JLARC’s Study of School Bus
Bidding and Purchasing

Legislative members and their staff were concerned that the state’s school bus bidding and purchasing
process was leading to high bus priceshigh bus priceshigh bus priceshigh bus priceshigh bus prices and unpredictable annual state paymentsunpredictable annual state paymentsunpredictable annual state paymentsunpredictable annual state paymentsunpredictable annual state payments to school districts.
JLARC has findings in three areas:
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OSPI Uses a Competitive Bid to Determine
the State Payment Rate

OSPI pays for school buses by giving districts funding based on an annual bidding process.

There are four dealers selling three major brands of buses in Washington: Bluebird, International, and
Thomas.
OSPI solicits bids on 20 different bus configurations, which vary by fuel type, bus type, bus size, and
whether or not a vehicle is equipped with a wheel chair lift.
OSPI determines the rate it will pay school districts for their buses based on the lowest quote received each
year.
Districts can buy a more expensive bus, but must pay the difference with local funds.
Once a district purchases a bus, OSPI begins making annual payments to the district to replace the bus
 -- annual payments are adjusted each year retroactively to reflect most current prices.

The school bus bidding and purchasing system in Washington provides OSPI with some
ability to control pricescontrol pricescontrol pricescontrol pricescontrol prices while allowing districts an optimal amount of local choicelocal choicelocal choicelocal choicelocal choice in deciding
what types of buses to buy and when.

  A: van conversion or cut-away

 

C: conventional bus body on a flat-back chassis with the
engine in front of the windshield

 

D: transit-style bus with the engine mounted under the
front, rear, or mid-section

School Buses in Washington

Of the State’s 296 school districts, 275 operate their own pupil transportation program.  Pupil transportation is managed
by each local school district, but the state, through OSPI, pays school districts for their transportation expenses, including
school bus purchases.  The Legislature appropriated $46 million to pay districts for their school bus purchases during
the 2003-05 Biennium.  The information below highlights some of the characteristics of the statewide school bus fleet.

   Number of Buses Statewide 8,596
   Average Number of Buses per District Fleet 30 (min.=1, max.=486)
   Average Age of Bus Fleet 8.9 years
   Major Bus Brands Bluebird, International, Thomas, Carpenter, Crown, Gillig
    Bus Types



When compared with other states, the bus prices paid in Washington are comparable.
Recent bus price increases are due to higher steel prices and more stringent federal emissions
standards, and are consistent with national trends.
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Average Annual Bus Prices
in Washington

OSPI makes annual payments to districts for their future bus purchases but it also retroactively
adjusts past payments to bring them up to current year bus prices.
From the 2001-02 to the 2002-03 school year, the average bus prices increased by 5 percent,
which led to an increase of 54 percent in the state’s payments to the districts.

21.05
18.96

21.28
23.06

19.62

36.85

25.81

39.11

$0

$5

$10

$15

$20

$25

$30

$35

$40

$45

1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05

M
ill

io
ns

Annual State Payments to 
School Districts for Buses

. . . but
OSPI’s
PAYMENT
Process
Causes
Year-to-
Year

OSPI’s
BIDDING
Process
Keeps
Prices
Stable . . .



CommitteeCommitteeCommitteeCommitteeCommittee
MembersMembersMembersMembersMembers

Senators
Brad Benson

Darlene Fairley
Jeanne Kohl-Welles

Bob Oke
Linda Evans Parlette

Secretary
Debbie Regala

Chair
Pat Thibaudeau
Joseph Zarelli

Representatives
Gary Alexander

Vice Chair
Glenn Anderson

Kathy Haigh
Janéa Holmquist

Ross Hunter
Asst. Secretary
Fred Jarrett
Kelli Linville
Deb Wallace

Legislative Auditor
Cindi Yates

Joint Legislative Audit & Review Committee
(JLARC)

506 16th Avenue SE
Olympia WA 98501-2323

Campus Mail: PO Box 40910
360-786-5171

FAX 360-786-5180
TDD 1-800-635-9993

WWWWWebsite - http://jlarc.leg.wa.govebsite - http://jlarc.leg.wa.govebsite - http://jlarc.leg.wa.govebsite - http://jlarc.leg.wa.govebsite - http://jlarc.leg.wa.gov

Other States and Individual Districts Offer Promis-
ing Practices

During the course of this review, JLARC staff identified bidding, purchasing, and payment practices
in other states and within individual districts that may improve the process statewide:

Washington school districts . . .
Keep written bus inventory and fleet replacement plans.
Routinely invest local funds in their bus account to pay for optional add-ons.
Compare prices of all costs between dealers, including base price plus options.

Other states . . .
Reject bids that grow too fast from one year to the next.
Set price ceilings on the amount they will pay for a given bus type.
Extend bus contracts over multiple years to get better prices.

JLARC Study Makes Three Recommendations
Recommendation 1:  The Legislature should make permanent the bidding and purchasing system
established in 2003-05.

Recommendation 2:  OSPI should examine the six promising practices identified above for
possible implementation in the state’s bus-buying process.

Recommendation 3:  If the Legislature wants to create more predictable annual payments to
school districts, the Legislature should consider alternative ways to pay school districts for their bus
purchases. OSPI and OST should study implementation of this recommendation.

Study Contact:
Heather Moss, Research Analyst   360-786-5174    moss.heather@leg.wa.gov


